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names does not prove that there are no more. Our
knowledge of the language has been our drawback.

We only know of them by translations and until

the last few years Spanish was a dead language

for the general run of people. Now that Spanish is

so important we can see behind some of the modern

lies told about Spain. Why not look back? Per-

haps we shall find that the things accepted as his-

torical will also prove to be prejudiced views, of a

disgruntled and biased writer.

One of the outstanding and best writers of the

16th century was Malon de Chaide. Born in Cas-

cante of Navarre in the early part of the 16th cen-

tury. At an early age he entered the University of

Saragossa, where he devoted himself to ecclesias-

tical studies. Having completed his studies there

he entered the Augustinian order, being professed

at the then famous Convent of Salamanca. There

he was ordained priest—became professor of The-

ology and later was transferred to the University

of Saragossa, holding the chair of Theology in that

seat of learning. After a number of years' experi-

ence, both as professor and preacher, he says him-

self that he decided to write, not because he wished

to do so, but because he thought the little he might

know would help someone else. At an advanced

age he wrote "The Conversion of Magdalene"—

a

book, which as Menendez y Pelayo, the greatest

Spanish critic, says "is the jewel of Spanish litera-

ture—Comparable in its treatment and style only

to the works of the great mystic Fray Luis de Leon

y San Juan de La Cruz."

The book itself is divided into three parts. It

considers the three states of Mary Magdalene in

that of sinner, in that of penitent and in that of

grace. Each of these states the author treats fully

in a style worthy of the master he was, in language

at times of satire, sometimes descending to the

vulgar in his expressions and again in the greatest

examples of flowery and majestic diction that have

ever been written in any language. Perhaps at

times be may be criticized for this unevenness of

diction. But let us consider that he was trying to

reach the minds of all classes and we will have to

admit that he did in the 16th century what our

modern writers are praised for doing today, namely,

write so all could understand and not write for one

class of people. In each phase or state of which the

author treats, he does so thoroughly. He bases his

theme on the gospel of St. John and treats each

phase separately and uses as his basic proof the

words of St. John relating the life story of the

Magdalene. His work is in prose intermingled with
a few poems and a number of translations of the

psalms by the author himself.

We may criticise, and do so justly, in saying that

he uses too many words to express his ideas. A

shorter mode of expression would be more to our

liking and give at the same time the substance of

all that need be said. The right word at the right

time is what we all look for whether it be in writing

or in conversation. Too many adjectives—too many
turns of thought not only tire us, but take away
from the clarity of expression which we like to read

or hear, even if we are not able to do it ourselves.

These faults our author has. We cannot be too

harsh with him on that account. He was of a cen-

tury in which erudition was shown by the number
of ways one thing could be said. That he used so

many we can deplore, that he did not use more we
can be thankful for and credit it to his good judg-

ment. For he saw the tendency of those of his age,

namely, that overshadowing of the thought with too

many words. Taking into consideration the vivid

imagination of the Spaniard we can readily con-

done his volubility. The easy mode of expression

is common to all of them. What appears dry and

truncated to them in our English because of its

brevity and sharpness, is in our mind—the soul of

wit—and an imagination held within bounds. That

our writer goes beyond this, that they round out

their phrases is true. Which are we to judge to be

the true concept? Does it depend on the character

of a people or is there something that should be

judged objectively? The bare outline is not the ex-

pression of style—the too florid mode is the over-

emphasizing of externals. The happy medium
should be our aim. Our author has not given it to

us. We never claimed perfection for him. That

he has style all critics agree, that he has at times

gone beyond the happy medium in the use of too

many words, almost all agree.

Contrast him with the authors of his time and

we see that he started a period of transition even if

he did not bring it to perfection. He was less

flowery than others. His images are better ex-

pressed. More stress is laid on the main theme and

even if side issues are treated in length, he never

loses sight of the principal idea. Digressions are

useful if they give information, and as long as they

serve the main thought. Our author has the happy

faculty of making almost everything go to prove his

point.

Measured by the standards of prose or measured

by the standards of poetry, he uses both, we can

readily agree with the Spanish critics and critics of

other nations that Malon de Chaide deserves praise

and that he made a lasting impression on the liter-

ary movement of his day. The few who have un-

justly criticized, never did and never will under-

stand the writings of the mystics. Malon de Chaide

deserves more popularity, and now that Spanish is

studied with such great favor, his work of the con-

version of the Maydalene should be read by all.


